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Let's be responsible with conversations about water, ag
Joey Airoso 12 a.m. PDT April 11,
2015
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From the governor to your neighbor, everyone is talking about the California drought.
That's a good thing. The drought is real, severe and should act as a call-to-action for
all Californians to use water efficiently in both wet and dry years.
However, I was very disappointed to see the political cartoon in the Visalia Times
Delta on April 6, it portrayed "Big Evil Ag" as a fat pig smoking a cigar enjoying
unrestricted access to 80 percent of the state's water and wrongfully depicting that ag represents only 2 percent of the
economy — this was a very poor depiction and inaccurate — and in a farm county like Tulare, I was really
discouraged by the paper's choice of cartoons. I realize the editor wants to elicit response and reaction from readers,
but in farm country a picture like this burns a very negative image into our minds about farms and their water usage,
and I for one was very discouraged by it.
We take pride in also feeding the world and providing over 25 percent of the jobs in Tulare County. For every dollar
produced on the farm, three more dollars are spent in our local communities. To paint agriculture as the evil water
villain is just wrong and unnecessary.
Rather than drought-shaming farms and consumers into picking winners and losers, a responsible discussion about
what it takes to bring food from farm to fork is in order. The fact of the matter is that it takes water to grow food and
California farmers have demonstrated time and again they are the best in the nation at producing crops and raising
livestock (California has been the top producing farm state in the U.S. for more than half a century).
Innovation has been key to the success of California farmers, including improvements in water efficiency and
conservation. Farmers continue to do more with less, feeding millions of families while steadily using less water.
According to the Public Policy Institute of California, farmers applied 23 percent less water to their fields in 2005 than
in 1980, about the time total agricultural water use peaked. Yet with less water over this same period, average crop
yields increased by more than 40 percent.
California dairy farmers are leading the way when it comes to water efficiency. Today, the water footprint of a glass of
milk is 65 percent lower than it was in 1944. In other words, it takes about a third of the water it did during the Franklin
Roosevelt administration to produce a glass of milk today.
Dairy farmers are also leading the way in water recycling efforts, with fresh water reused regularly on the farm. Clean
water is used to wash cows, clean the milking parlor and equipment, and cool milk tanks. That water is then reused to
flush manure from barn floors and finally recycled and blended with irrigation water to nourish crops used to feed
cows, such as alfalfa and corn.
Not only are California farmers doing more with less, they're unfortunately also doing less. Nearly 500,000 acres of
some of the world's most productive, fertile farm ground was fallowed last year due to the drought. It's anticipated that
nearly half a million acres will again remain fallow in 2015.
With the rainy season almost over, California is settling in for its fourth year of drought. Our state's dairy families know

that we're all in this together and remain committed to using the precious resource of water efficiently and effectively.
That means continued recycling and reclamation of water on their dairies to maximize its value while continuing to
create delicious, nutritious and affordable food for millions of American families to enjoy.
One thing I really ask everyone reading this column to think about, is that we are in this together. This is not just about
ag or dairy, or permanent crops versus row crops, this is about our homes, our communities, our schools, churches,
our livelihoods — we all suffer if we don't fix this broken water system — and I think we have to come together now
more than ever and put aside our differences and unite to bring water back to this region. Tulare County relies on
imported surface waters, we cannot drill our way out of this situation and we all know that. Now is the time for us to all
work together and solve this crisis.
Joey Airoso, Tulare County Farm Bureau president, is part of a four-generation family farm and dairy in Pixley.
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